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BRIEF COMMUNICATIONS 

The Avunculate in Patriuneal Tribes 

The avunculate remains one of the favorite weapons in the 
arsenal of those writers who regard mother-sibs as necessarily 
earlier than father-sibs; to these scholars authority wielded by the 
maternal uncle is a sure sign of a prior condition of maternal descent 
because they cannot conceive of any cause that could possibly create 
such a state of affairs except the matrilineal organization of society. 
Following Tylor, they define that organization by a series of indica- 
tive features, any one of which alone is conceived as a "survival." 

In my book on Primitive Society, p. 171 seq., I have made the 
suggestion that, like other customs, the avunculate may have been 
borrowed from an alien tribe: the patrilineal Omaha, e. g., may be 
assumed to have adopted the custom from the matriUneally inclined 
Pawnee, who in turn may have borrowed it from the definitely matri- 
lineal Pueblo Indians. The Omaha themselves in that case need 
never have passed through a matrilineal stage even though an 
organic relation existed between that stage and avuncular power. 
I also pointed out that the special relationship between the maternal 
uncle and his sister's son is not a phenomenon of wholly unique 
character but represented only one of a category of interesting kin- 
ship phenomena. If, then, the avunculate be a symbol of pristine 
mother-sibs, the special regard for the paternal kin among various 
matrilineal tribes should be correspondingly interpreted as a relic 
of a former patrilinear society. These considerations I should now 
like to supplement with another line of argumentation. 

The matrilineal complex — including maternal descent, matri- 
lineal inheritance, and the avunculate — cannot be supposed to have 
arisen ready-made: certain of its elements are presumably earlier, 
others later. Let us assume with Tylor that maternal descent is 
at least frequently a consequence of matrilocal residence, which thus 
becomes the fundamental feature of the complex. The avunculate 
may then be conceived at once as primarily related not to maternal 
descent but to matrilocal residence: because the children grow up 
under the same roof as their mother's brother an entirely special 
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relationship arises between them and him, and it is only because 
this form of residence leads to maternal descent that the avunculate 
is coupled with the full-fledged mother-sib. 

Let us now postulate a community practising matrilocal residence 
and avuncular usages without as yet having evolved definite matri- 
lineal sibs. All that is required to switch development toward 
the combination of father-sibs with the avunculate is a change 
from matrilocal to patrilocal residence. The avunculate, once 
firmly established, might long persist through aboriginal conservatism 
provided only that the change is a merely domiciliary one and does not 
involve a change in the community of the bride and groom. That a 
shifting from matrilocal to patrilocal residence (and vice versa) is 
entirely conceivable appears clearly from a scrutiny of relevant 
data, which often present a suggestively intermediate status {Primi- 
tive Society, p. 71 seq.). But patrilocal residence, when once defi- 
nitely established, may in turn lead to a definite fixing of descent in 
the paternal line. As the last step in this historical sequence we 
should then have the empirical condition that calls for explanation, 
to wit, the union of the avunculate with paternal descent. To state 
the hypothesis as clearly as possible, I will resort to the following 
schematic representation: 

1. Matrilocal residence. 

2. Matrilocal residence with the avunculate. 

3. Vacillation between matrilocal and patrilocal residence; avunculate. 

4. Patrilocal residence triumphant; persisting avunculate. 

5. Patrilocal residence with patrilineal descent; the avunculate as a 
survival not of matrilineal descent but of matrilocal residence. 

Robert H. Lowie 

The Avunculate Among the Vandau 

The Vandau of Portuguese South Africa have purely paternal 
succession. The individual belongs to his father's sib and he has his 
father's taboo. Nevertheless, the maternal uncle is the leading 
person in each generation. According to the present attitude of the 
Vandau, this condition is based essentially on the following principles: 

(1) the senior member of a family takes a position of social prominence; 

(2) husband and wife stand on the same level of seniority; (3) in a 
fraternity, males are seniors of females; (4) in indirect relations 
(man and his brother-in-law, man and his cousin, etc.), except in 
some cases of affinity, the degree of relationship is determined by 



